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Notes
Shylock and Joachim Gaunse: and a Real Jew
Michael T. Walton
Independent Scholar
Joachim Gaunse, a Bohemian metallurgist, was brought to England to help

evaluate the resources of the New World. During a visit to Bristol in 1589, he
defended his Jewish rejection of Jesus. The reaction of those who heard this
real Jew gives some indication of how theater audiences may have responded to
Shakespeare’s Shylock.

The use of a Jew as the vindictive miser in the comedy Merchant

of Venice was undoubtedly effective as a dramatic device until
the relatively recent recognition of Jews as something other than
theological-economic stereotypes. Certainly Shakespeare exploited
both the stereotypes of miser and Jew effectively in the play,
combining Shylock’s comic, theological, and pathetic value. As
an historian who has been studying real Jews in sixteenth-century
Europe, I find that the character of Shakespeare’s Shylock raises
an interesting question. Given the dearth of identifiable Jews in
Shakespeare’s England, how would Shakespeare’s audience have
responded to Shylock?
A partial answer to this question can be inferred from the
recorded reaction of Elizabethans to a real Jew, the Bohemian
metallurgist, Joachim Gaunse. Although there were some Marranos
living in London, Gaunse was not a Marrano. Nor was he a
convicted public enemy, as later (1594) was the putative Jew, Dr.
Rodrigo [Roger] Lopez.1 Therefore, the limited record of reactions
1 James H. Forse, Art Imitates Business, discusses Lopez extensively in Chapter 6 with
references to the important studies.
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to this unconverted Jew, who presented no political threat to the
realm, probably gives a fairly good picture of the attitude toward
Jews as Jews in Shakespeare’s audience.2
I

The records dealing with Gaunse, or as he would have been called

in Yiddish “Gans,” entered Shakespearean studies at the end of the
nineteenth century by way of Sidney L. Lee’s “Elizabethan England
and the Jews.”3 James Shapiro is also referred to Gaunse in the recent
(1996) study, Shakespeare and the Jews. In neither work, however,
is the reaction to Gaunse’s Jewishness linked to the text of The
Merchant of Venice nor to audience reaction. There is good reason,
I believe, to see in the records about Gaunse not only Elizabethan
attitudes toward Jews, but also foreshadowing of the very words in
Shakespeare’s play. I am not suggesting that Shakespeare copied
from the public records concerning Gaunse, only that Elizabethans
had an understanding about Jews that Shakespeare used in creating
the character of Shylock. He also put words into the mouths of other
characters that are consistent with Elizabethan attitudes we find in
the public records.
Apparently Gaunse was brought to England with other
German mining and metallurgical technicians around 1581 in an
attempt to improve English metallurgy. In 1585, he was sent to the
Roanoke colony to inventory the mineral resources in the New World.
His role in the expedition was described by Ralph Lane, original
2 Gaunse has long been known to historians and Shakespearean scholars. The first
article devoted to him seems to be Israel Abrahams, “Joachim Gaunse: a Mining Incident
in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth,” 92-101. He is recently mentioned in James Shapiro,
Shakespeare and the Jews, 74 & 180. As Shapiro concentrates on the status and presence
of Jews in England, he does not compare reaction to Gaunse and statements by and about
Shylock as I attempt to do here. The presence of Jews at various places and of different
statuses in Elizabethan England is well-documented by Shapiro and his predecessors,
Sidney L. Lee, “Elizabethan England and the Jews,” 141-163; C. J. Sisson, “A Colony of
Jews in Shakespeare’s London,” 38-51, and Cecil Roth, History of the Jews in England.
Gaunse may have been related to the famous Gans family of Prague, see André Neher,
Jewish Thought and the Scientific Revolution of the Sixteenth Century.
3

Lee, “Elizabethan England and the Jews,” 163.
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governor of Roanoke colony, in his account of the expedition.4
Gaunse’s Jewishness does not seem to have occasioned any written
reaction among his London and expedition associates, many of
whom, such as Raleigh and Walsingham, were well-educated and
connected at court.
Gaunse, as a Jew, made a splash into the public records only
during his visit to Bristol in 1589.5 At the house of Mr. Richard
Mayes, inholder (taverner) Gaunse and his companions were visited
by the Rev. Richard Curteys on September 15th. Curteys spoke to
Gaunse, whom he may have believed to be a convert to Christianity,
in Hebrew. When told by another guest that Gaunse was an “infidel,”
Curteys bore witness in Hebrew that Jesus of Nazareth, whom the
Jews had crucified, was the Son of God. Gaunse disagreed in words
that so upset Curteys that, as he later informed the Mayor and the
Justices of the City of Bristol under oath, he “spake in the englishe
tonge, to the ende that others beinge there present might heare it and
witnes his speeche, what do you denie Jesus Christ to be the sonne
of God, at whiche tyme he awnswered what needeth the almightie
God to have a sonne, is he not almyghtie:”6
As a result of forcefully expressing his Jewish views, Gaunse
was brought before the mayor and aldermen of Bristol the next day.
There his denial of Jesus was confirmed by a witness to another
incident three days earlier.
Jeremye Pierce of the Cytie of London, Joyner, . . . Informeth the saide
Mayor and Aldermen . . . that he beinge in Companye with Jeochim
Gaunz at the Cytie of Bristol on fryday last beinge the xiith of this
instante monethe, fallinge into Comunicac’on of the oulde testamt and
the newe, This examt demaunded of the said Jeochim whether he did
not beleeve in Jesus Christe the Sonne of God. Whereunto the saide
Jeochim aunswered there was noe suche name, and that there was but
one God, whoe had noe wife nor chielde.7
4 Ralph Lane, “Narrative of the Settlement of Roanoke Island, 1585-1586.”
5 Abrahams, “Joachim Gaunse,” 92-101 reproduced the records.
6 Abrahams, “Joachim Gaunse,” 100.
7 Abrahams, “Joachim Gaunse,” 101. Jews traditionally avoided using the name “Jesus.”
Instead they used a similar sounding but meaningless word, see Michael T. Walton, Anthonius Margaritha and the Jewish Faith, 65.
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Gaunse affirmed before the court that he was
a Jewe borne in the Cytie of Prage in Bohemia, and that he was
Circumcised and hath bin alwayes instructed and broughte uppe in the
Talmud of the Jewys and was never Baptized, neyther dothe he beleeve
any Article of our Christyan faithe for that he was not brought uppe
therein.8

As a Jew, Gaunse could not be charged with heresy. Barring
special permission, however, Gaunse was in England illegally—
Jews being banned from the country since 1290. The mayor and
aldermen sent him to the Privy Council with the official finding:
Whereas one Jeochim Gaunz beinge (as he saithe) a Jewe born in the
Cytie of Prage in Bohœmia, and nowe Inhabitinge in the blacke Fryers in
London was latelye apprehended and broughte before us, for that beinge
in this Cytie he used verye blasphemous Speaches againste or Savyour
Jesus Christe, denyenge him to be the Sonne of God, a matter ministringe
noe small offence to her Maties people heere, and beinge thereupon
examyned before us declarethe him selfe to be a moste wicked Infidell,
as by his examynac’on maye appeere, We have therefore thoughte yt our
dewtyes to sende him unto your honors, as alsoe to Signifye unto you his
ungodlye and moste heathenishe opinyons and demeasnor not meete to
be suffered amonge Christyans . . . .

Thereafter Gaunse drops from the historical record. It is probable
that he returned to Europe. The language of the reaction to him in
Bristol, not his continued life’s journey, is central to this paper. For
Shylock, like Gaunse, appears to the leading citizens of Venice as
a wicked infidel, ungodly, heathenish, and not meet to be suffered
among Christians.
II

Londoners who attended the first performances of The Merchant

of Venice around 1597 would surely have viewed Jews in much the
same manner as did Curteys and the other citizens of Bristol. Indeed,
Shakespeare probably had only to look to his own expectations and
those of his friends for the creation of certain aspects of Shylock’s
character.
8 Abrahams, “Joachim Gaunse,” 100.
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Shylock is, of course, an amalgam of stereotypes. He is a
miser who will be taught a lesson during the course of the play.
He is also a moneylender, and although there were no Jewish
moneylenders in England during this period, the Jewish connection
to moneylending was well-known. Moneylenders and misers shared
the trait of loving money above all else, and thus were fit game for
comic retribution.
As a Jew, Shylock was also stereotyped as a man obsessed
with the Law and a stranger to mercy. St. Paul had stated the basic
difference between Jews and Christians: “But now we are delivered
from the Law, being dead unto it, wherein we were holden; that we
shulde serve in newnes of Spirit, and not in the oldenes of the letter.”
(Rom. 7:6 Geneva Bible).
Beyond the stereotypes are Christian feelings and impressions
about non-Christians. The non-Christian is a different kind of being.
If he is not, in the words of Gratiano, a human with the soul of
an animal (4.1.130-134), he is still a being whose soul is lacking.9
Thus, he can be a miser seeking revenge or an unnatural father-indeed, a person committed to justice and not to mercy. It is in the
Christian perception of the non-Christian that Shylock is described.
Shylock, like Gaunse, knows religion, but only from a
“Jewish” perspective, as that perspective was understood by
Shakespeare. He cites the example of Jacob’s breeding cattle to his
own benefit and against the interests of Laban, to justify his business
practices (1.3). Antonio says, “Mark you this Bassanio, the devil
can cite Scripture for his purpose.” (1.3.98-99). In his conversation
with the joiner Jeremy Pierce, Gaunse refutes the idea that Jesus is
the Son of God, for “there was but one God, whoe had noe wife nor
chielde;” moreover, as he rhetorically asks Minister Curteys, what
need has the “Almighty” God of a son? Such a statement is clever,
but to the Christian irrelevant. Neither Shylock nor Gaunse can see
theological truth, the truth of Jesus’s mercy, because they are caught
in the legalistic Jewish view of scripture. As Antonio says,
9 All textual references to Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice are from The Riverside
Shakespeare, 1249-1305.
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You may as well go stand upon the beach
And bid the main flood bate his usual height;
You may as well use question with the wolf
Why he hath made the ewe bleak for the lamb;
You may as well forbid the mountain pines
To wag their high tops, and to make no noise
When they are fretten with the gusts of heaven;
You may as well do any thing most hard
As seek to soften that—than which what’s harder?—
His Jewish heart! (4.1.71-80)

Shylock’s and Gaunse’s resistance to truth is most apparent
in their mocking, or apparent mocking, of Jesus. Gaunse disputes
Jesus’s status as the Son of God and Shylock belittles the miracles
of Jesus, specifically his casting evil spirits into swine. Responding
to an invitation to dine with Antonio and Bassanio, he says that if he
comes, it will be
to smell pork, to eat of the habitation which your prophet the Nazarite
conjur’d the devil into. I will buy with you, sell with you, talk with you,
walk with you, and so following; but I will not eat with you, drink with
you, nor pray with you. (1.3.33-38).

(Swine is referred to again by Launcelot upon hearing of Jessica’s
conversion, “This making of Christians will raise the price of hogs.
If we grow all to be pork-eaters, we shall not shortly have a rasher
on the coals for money.” (3.5.24-26)).
The most striking similarities in the description of Gaunse
and Shylock turn on words like faithless, infidel and alien. The
Mayor and Aldermen find Gaunse “a moste wicked Infidell,” for
denied “neyther dothe he beeleeve any Article of our Christyan
faithe,” and Shylock’s daughter Jessica is called “issue to a faithless
Jew.” (2.4.37). Gratiano says to Shylock, “Now infidel I have you on
the hip.” (4.1.334). Launcelot addresses Jessica as “most beautiful
pagan, most sweet Jew!” (2.3.10-11); Gaunse holds ungodly and
heathenish opinions.10
10 John W. Hales, “Shakespeare and the Jews,” 652-661 on p. 655, after quoting Lucien
Wolf’s account of Gaunse’s inquisition, argues that the audience viewing Macbeth at the
Globe would connect the third witch’s “blaspheming Jew” to Gaunse. This seems unlikely
as Gaunse was not a public figure.
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Although strictly speaking, a Jew was neither a heathen
nor a pagan, and the terms faithless and infidel are more epithetical
than descriptive, both Gaunse and Shylock were, by their very nonChristianness, aliens. By statute, Gaunse was an alien who, because
of his religion, could never be denizened. In Venice, Shylock is a
tolerated alien, for, as Antonio states:
The Duke cannot deny the course of law;
For the commodity that strangers have
With us in Venice, if it be denied,
Will much impeach the justice of the state,
Since that the trade and profit of the city
Consisteth of all nations. (3.3.26-31)

But it is, however, Shylock’s alien status that puts him in jeopardy
for seeking Antonio’s life.
If it be proved against an alien,
That by direct or indirect attempts
He seek the life of any citizen,
The party ‘gainst the which he doth contrive
Shall seize one half his goods; the other half
Comes to the privy coffer of the state,
And the offender’s life lies in the mercy
Of the Duke only, ‘gainst all other voice[.] (4.1.348-357)

Remember the reaction of the mayor and aldermen of
Bristol to Gaunse and to his apparent intransigence. Shylock also
is intransigent in the face of all pleas for mercy for Antonio, even
those of the Duke. The authorities in Bristol solved their problem
by sending Gaunse to London, getting him out of town. Certainly
there is no reason to think that the London audience would react
to the character of Shylock any differently than the citizens of
Bristol reacted to the real Jew Joachim Gaunse. We do not know
the ending of Gaunse’s story, but the playwright is able to make
a “neat” resolution. The miser, moneylender, and infidel Shylock
is a fit object of comic retribution, but he is actually saved. Mercy
triumphs. Shylock, willing to die rather than live a pauper, in the
end retains part of his wealth and his life by agreeing to convert to
Christianity. The comedy has a happy ending.

Quidditas 34 (2013) 189

The modern difficulties we have today with The Merchant
of Venice, especially post-Holocaust, diminish some when we
understand that in the light of history, Shylock, the Jew, was viewed
as the citizens of Bristol viewed Joachim Gaunse—as a wicked
infidel in need of Christian knowledge, in need of the mercy Christ
offered all men.
Michael T. Walton (Salt Lake City, Utah) wrote frequently on the history of

chemistry and medicine. He co-edited Reading the Book of Nature: The Other
Side of the Scientific Revolution with Allen G. Debus. He recently published
Genesis and the Chemical Philosophy and Anthonius Margaritha and the Jewish
Faith. His interests included alchemy and creation accounts, Paracelsianism, and
Hebrew studies and the hermetic tradition. Michael passed away 23 August 2013.
Michael was an enthusiatic and active member of the Rocky Mountain Medieval
and Renaissance Association. He will be missed.
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